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September morning sunlight cast golden rays upon the farm. Rob Moore whistled as he walked through rows of vegetables. He stopped when he saw the plump carrots unearthed and late season tomato bushes broken down, half-chewed fruit on the ground.

Pestilent varmints. He gazed over the wire fence at the harvested peanut fields next door. Used to be nothing but forest. Now it was a hundred acres of vermin.

The company planned to expand, with cheerful signs advertising “Blake's Premium Peanuts – Here We Grow Again” at the rim of the treeline, and a picture of company owner Beverly Blake. Head tossed back, smiling, sunny blonde and heavily photoshopped.

Squirrels were more aggressive and destructive this year. The peanut fields fired up their greed. People complained about rodents raiding bird feeders and digging up gardens. The propane gun fired in the peanut fields all summer and packets of poison lay untouched, except by a stray dog found dead nearby. Next year, Rob decided, I'll sell the farm for good money.

His shadow fell over a small animal trap. He grinned. Gotcha. Three squirrels, two black and one gray, peered at him in panic as he lifted up the cage. They scrabbled at the steel mesh and squeaked plaintively.

“Wreck my garden, will ya?” All summer he'd been battling an influx of these rodents. “It's the wood chipper for you.”

He headed toward the barn. The wood chipper stood dark and silent. Dried squirrel blood spattered the floor. He kicked on the machine and the motor roared. In the cage the squirrels jumped and shrieked.

Rob chortled and lifted the cage. “In you go, you twisted little monsters.”

He lifted up the door of the cage and tipped it toward the grinding teeth of the wood chipper. The squirrels chittered in horror as their claws scrabbled over the metal cage floor. They slid toward the voracious machine.

As it tumbled toward the door of the cage, one of the black squirrels took a flying leap. It vaulted from the edge of the cage and flung itself onto Rob's face. He fell backward and the cage hurtled through the air. It struck the barn wall and bounced. The freed squirrels screeched and raced toward him.

He tried to pull the rodent from his face, his screams muffled by the furry body. Claws ripped his scalp. Sharp incisors dug into his forehead and tore away a hunk of flesh. The squirrel licked the bloody wound with delight.

The other two scurried up this legs. In moments the gray gnawed his knee down to the bone. The squirrel on his face scrabbled at his eyes. He squeezed them tight and pain lanced through his head as rapacious claws tore his eyelids to bloody shreds.

Rob shrieked and stumbled. He tripped on the small animal cage, staggered and tumbled head first into the wood chipper. A squirrel stomped on a big green button and the machine roared to full power. Gore spattered the barn.

The squirrels gathered together and frolicked in the blood spray. The wood chipper ground to a smoking halt as Rob's bones clogged up its gears. His legs stuck out. Dust drifted in sunlight. A burning smell rose from the wood chipper. With chitters of glee and tails high, the squirrels bounded out the door to try their luck in the peanut fields.

Louise Grant leaned back in the plush chair of her office on the 48th floor. The city of Toronto sprawled below, most of the view blocked by the two 60-story mirrored skyscrapers next to hers. Seagulls sailed by, riding the wind gusts. In the distance the CN tower blinked in the fog.

Louise gazed at her current star romance writer standing in front of the desk, hazel eyes bright with excitement. “Ellie, are you sure you want to do this?” She waved at comfortable chairs. “Sit down a minute.”

Ellie put her hands on the desktop, almost crushing a pack of herbal cigarettes, Louise's latest attempt to quit smoking. “I really think it will help. I can't write a word since Her Wild Heart came out last year.”

Louise nodded. “It's hard to follow up a successful first novel.”

“It's not just that,” said Ellie. “It's Marvin.”

“Your fiance?”

“The wedding is next month. His mother breathes over my shoulder. I haven't had a second to myself.” She flopped into a chair and pushed her tawny blonde hair from her face. “I really need to get away.”

“You realize I'm still trying to get you into the biggest book fair in Canada? Here in Toronto? Just over a week from now?”

“I'll be back by then,” said Ellie.

Louise played with a gold pen. “Maybe you're right. I mean, no one's ever heard of that place ... what's it called?”

“Harton's Crossing,” said Ellie. “Right by the Rideau River. It's a little off-track town with tourist cabins.”

Louise saw the desperation in her eyes, and sighed. “All right. I'll shuffle a few things around.”

“Thanks, Louise!” Ellie ran behind the desk and hugged her.

“Get off, you pestilent thing,” Louise laughed. “Go make your reservations.”

“I already have,” said Ellie, and bounded out the door.

Her blue compact car waited in the underground parking lot. She rifled through her bags to be sure she had everything. Jeans, tshirts, toothpaste, phone and laptop charging cables.

Her card wallet fell open and she saw Marvin's picture. He smiled from the driver's seat of his red Alfa Romeo, his brown mustache trim over expensive white teeth. Sunlight glinted from the beginning of baldness at his temple.

Marvin was madly in love with her. Could she say the same? He had old family money and influence in the financial community. After they were married, Ellie could stay home, have kids and write. It was a match made in heaven, everyone said. Too long had she wandered aimlessly. Marvin would bring stability into her life.

Ellie turned his picture over, and stuck it back into her card wallet.

She waved to Wayne the parking attendant as she headed out to the busy street. It seemed an eternity before someone paused to let her into the crawling lineup of vehicles. The stench of exhaust fumes filled the air. Grime crept into her nostrils. A cab cut across lanes to a fury of honking.

She followed the signs to Highway 401 East. Traffic stopped and moved and stopped again. A construction sign blinked ahead. Great. She wiped sweat from her brow. It would be faster to walk.

It was well after lunch when Ellie turned off the main highway onto route 29 at Brockville. She rolled down the window. A breeze came off the river, cooling her clammy forehead. Her city clothes itched against her skin.

Less than twenty minutes later she turned off onto a paved farm road. The rank smell of manure rose around her. Hastily she rolled up the window.

A billboard ahead read, “Blake's Premium Peanuts” with the picture of an attractive blonde woman. A star graphic blazed with the words “Grand Opening September 22.” Two days from now. Might be fun to check out.

She followed River Road and soon arrived at Rideau View Cabins & Resort. A big log house sprawled on a lawn near the river. Cabins nestled in the nearby trees overlooking the water of a small bay. Lily pads ruffled in the brisk breeze.

Ellie parked in the tidy gravel lot. On the way to check in she passed a row of sunflowers, bent and broken on the ground. Their heads were missing.

The trim elderly woman behind the counter smiled at her anxiously. “Tell me you're Ellie Peters.”

“I am,” she said, and the woman looked relieved.

“You're late. Thought I was stuck with a no-show. It's off season, you know, except for hunting.”

“Traffic was a killer.” Ellie handed over her credit card.

“And I don't rent to hunters,” added the woman, tapping the keyboard of her desktop computer. “Murderous miserable bunch.” She handed Ellie's credit card back. “I'm Muriel Merriweather. The proprietress.”

“Ellie Peters.”

“Yes, I know.” Muriel adjusted her cardigan. “Rules are, no partying, respect other visitors, garbage must be disposed of in the bear-proof bins by the parking lot. There's a vehicle access by the cabins if you need to unload your bags but you have to leave your car in the lot.” She leaned forward and her voice hardened. “And don't feed the squirrels.”

“The squirrels?”

“Did you see what they did to my sunflowers?”

“That was squirrels?”

“Tore down the plants and ripped off their heads. They're always pesky this time of year but it's gotten a lot worse.”

“What kind of squirrels?”

“All of them. Grays, blacks, chipmunks. Black squirrels are variations of the grays, of course. More in this region than anywhere else in Canada. Even the flying squirrels – they're nocturnal you know – are bashing into windows waking people up, and overturning bird feeders. And there are more reds, they usually stay deeper in the forest. They may be small, but they're mean.”

“Roof rats,” said Ellie. “That's what people call them in Toronto.”

“City squirrels have nothing on these. Never seen them so destructive.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “It's the peanut plant, you know. Should never have built it. It's corrupting them.”

“Says they're 100% organic,” said Ellie, pointing to a bag on a snack food shelf behind the counter.

Muriel peered at it through her reading glasses. “Selective breeding, that's what they claim,” she replied. “No chemicals. But peanuts are squirrel bait no matter what. Now they're stealing our sunflowers too. Here, you want a sample pack of peanuts? They've been passing out freebies all week.”

“I'm allergic,” said Ellie taking her key. “Thanks anyway.”

“Okay, enjoy your holiday, Miss Peters.”

“Ellie.”

“Why do you look familiar?”

“I don't know,” said Ellie, and hastened from the building.

Inspector Colin Mackenzie looked over the crime report. “No sign of foul play?”

Officer Roxanne Bloom shook her head. “Can't rule it out. But Rob might've just tripped and fallen into the chipper. Unfortunately there's nothing left of his head to help determine cause.”

“His wife Tilly found him?”

“Yeah, she noticed smoke coming form the barn and called the fire department. Before they arrived she took a look and saw Rob upside down in the wood chipper, the engine straining. She turned it off and beat out the flames, just a few, good thing she acted fast or the whole barn would have gone up.”

Colin rubbed the back of his neck. Everyone knew everyone in Harton's Crossing, and news of Rob Moore's death circulated about town, the gossip rife at neighborhood gathering places like Owen's Waterfront Cafe, the diner and the local bar. Desk cops already fielded calls asking about murder. Is there a killer in town?

“What's Donna say?” Dr. Donna Young, who ran the medical clinic near the police station, was also the local coroner.

“She wants to talk to you,” said Roxanne.

“Good.”

“You need anything else?”

He waved a hand. “Go have lunch.”

“What about you? Jim's going to the diner for take-out.”

“Large coffee, extra cream and one of those double bacon sandwiches.” He handed her the money.

Roxanne rolled her eyes. “Better get Donna to check your cholesterol.”

When she left, Colin leaned back and studied the death scene photos. Sunlight streamed through a gore-spattered barn window. He noticed a small animal cage on its side, but it didn't mean anything. The building was full of clutter.

Colin sighed. He'd left city life to get away from scenes like this. There was only so much gruesomeness a guy could handle. He called Donna.

“I'd like to treat it as an accident,” she said.

“Me too.”

“Unfortunately, there are a few questions. First of all, was it really an accident? Did someone shove him into the chipper? And there are marks all over his body, like rat bites.”

“You think he was attacked by rats?”

“It's unusual. Rats tend to stay away from people except in cases of severe overcrowding or habitat loss. And your typical house rat is mainly nocturnal. This incident occurred during the day.”

“Maybe hornets?” It was an outside guess. No one had found a nest.

“It's not stings. Could he have been dead a while before he went into the chipper? In that case rodents might chew on him.”

“Rats?”

“Rats, meadow voles, squirrels, chipmunks. They're all omnivorous, known to scavenge dead meat like roadkill.”

“How long do you think he was dead?”

“Couldn't have been more than a couple of hours before we got there.”

“Could rodents do the kind of damage you're talking about? What about after the fact?”

“It's possible,” said Donna uncertainly. “I'll have to do more tests.”

“Keep me updated,” said Colin, and hung up. He swore under his breath, grabbed his cold coffee, bit into the bacon sandwich and headed for the cruiser. He drove out the farm to talk to Tilly Moore.

Now it went beyond a simple but grisly farm accident and extended to the realm of possible murder, or some weird rodent rampage. Tilly's neighbors surrounded her in the kitchen of the farmhouse, patting her hand and making coffee.

Colin took her into the parlor and asked the usual questions. No, Rob didn't drink, she told him. He had no known enemies. He hadn't mentioned rats in the barn.

Colin sent her back to the comforting circle of her friends, and went to the barn to have a look. The wood chipper squatted like a hungry beast in the shadows, streaked with blood and bits of brains.

Colin looked around for signs of rats. No droppings, no giveaway chewed holes. He nudged the small animal trap with his foot. It had gathered no dust, unlike some of the clutter in the barn.

He picked it up, and took a few of the small hairs from inside the steel mesh. Might have to send them to Smiths Falls, the nearest big town, for analysis. The medical clinic had microscopy facilities but not for crime scene animal hair ID. He put the hairs in an evidence bag, and headed back to town.

In Cabin 9, Ellie finished unpacking. She sat on the checkered bedspread, surrounded by cedar walls, legs crossed in the lotus position. Through the window she could see the river, little ripples sparkling among the water lilies in the early afternoon light. A graceful blue heron plunged its long bill into the water, raised its head and gulped down a fish. A group of ducks dabbled in the shallows.

No city noise, no obnoxious future mother-in-law yammering in her ear. She took a deep breath of fresh air, and closed her eyes to meditate.

The ring of the phone startled her. She'd turned the damn thing off on the road, should have left it that way. Marvin Milton, said the caller ID. She was tempted not to answer. She picked up anyway. “Marvin, you're not supposed to call me here.”

“Why not? You're not doing anything.”

She uncrossed her legs. “I'm trying to relax, enjoy nature and write.”

“Well, I miss you.”

“We had breakfast this morning.” She got up and did side stretches.

“Early. Thought I'd call to make sure you arrived all right.”

“Yes,” she said. “Thanks.”

“You like the place? They have room service?”

“It's a cabin. I'm semi-roughing it.”

“Whatever for? If you wanted to get away, we could have gone on a little trip. Pre-honeymoon. Just the two of us.”

“I really need to be alone, Marvin. I have to write. There's nothing to follow up my first novel and my publisher's getting cranky.” She took a bottle of lime-flavored water from the small fridge and twisted off the cap.

“Well, when we're married you can take your time.”

“It's my career, Marvin. You know that.”

“Yes, well, a lot of women try to have careers before they get married. It's not for everyone. And once we have kids you can work it into your mommy schedule. We'll have maid service of course, you don't have do any drudgery. Ouch!”

“What?”

“Nothing, just plucking my nose hairs. How about I come down there?”

Ellie fumed inside. “Don't you dare. I want to be alone.”

“We can be alone together.”

“You don't get it, do you?”

“I love you,” he said slyly. “Don't you love me?”

“If you love me you'll respect my decisions.”

“Not if they're stupid.”

She stamped a foot. “Marvin! I'm going for a walk.”

“We can talk while you walk.”

“No, Marvin. I'll be back in a few days. Don't call me here, okay?” She hung up and turned off her phone.

She heard scratching at the window. A gray squirrel looked in, its bright eyes hopeful. Ellie shook her head. “Don't bother. Got nothing for you.” She tapped the window, and the squirrel scampered away.

Ellie went back to the front desk of the resort. “Sure,” said Muriel Merriweather. “There's a nice trail along the river. Reports of fishers along there, though.” She wrinkled her nose.

“Fishers?”

“Yeah, big weasels. They eat porcupines. A bunch were imported into Lanark County few years ago to take care of the porky problem. Fishers are natural predators you see, but they decided to go for easier prey, like pet cats and dogs. So they're coming around populated areas.”

“They don't attack people, do they?”

“Depends on who you ask. They're not like coyotes. You know those new subdivisions they built out by Carleton Place? No? Well, they built some. Right on coyote territory. Next thing coyotes are coming round the houses snatching pets. A kid got eaten, I think. Or was that in British Columbia? Or was it a mountain lion?” She scratched her ear.

“Well, thanks,” said Ellie. “I'll try out that trail.” Maybe get some ideas, she thought. What a great place to write romantic fiction. She sighed. My whole romance is a fiction. How do you write happy endings when you're dreading the wedding?

“Just jitters,” said her mother, who'd be flying in from Winnipeg. “I threw up almost every day after your father proposed. 'Course, I was pregnant with you at the time. Anyway, don't worry. Once the commotion's died down and you get into family life, it'll all work out.”

Her friends in Toronto said the same thing. He has money. He adores you. He's handsome. He's perfect. You'll have a beautiful family.

Ellie wanted to have a family. She just wasn't sure she wanted it with Marvin. She went for a walk.

Later in the day, a silver sedan pulled into town. In the back, Beverly Blake went through paperwork on her computer. Tomorrow was the big opening. Blake's Premium Peanuts had been giving out free samples of roast peanuts, peanut brittle and peanut butter for a week.

From the driver's seat, Charles Preston glanced at her in the rear view mirror. She paid no attention to the noise outside, as a group of sign-wielding citizens shouted at the car.

“I think they recognize you, Ms. Blake.”

She didn't raise her head from her work, and waved a hand. “No autographs.”

“They're trying to barricade the way. Doesn't look like they want autographs.” He slowed the sedan and adjusted his glasses nervously.

Beverly glanced up. A big sign reading Stop Deforestation blocked her view out the side. Angry faces glared around it. A bearded man waved his fist.

“Oh, it's the environmental assholes,” said Beverly. “Just drive over them.”

Charles honked the horn lightly.

“Not like that.” Beverly put her computer aside and leaned over the seat. She pressed down on the horn, making a blast of noise. People jumped aside. “Now go.” She gestured.

Charles swallowed hard and drove through the small group of sign-wavers, who made way, shouting. The corner of a sign banged against the hood.

“Call the cops,” Beverly said in disgust. “I'm suing for damages. There are cops in this hick backwater, aren't there?” She started to dial 911. As the car passed, the protesters backed away.

“911,” said an operator.

“Yes, they're attacking my car. Harton's Crossing.” She listened. “Good, well hurry up. Those people shouldn't be allowed on the street. They're a public danger.” She listened. “I don't care if they have a right to protest. They don't have a right to wreck my car and curse at me. Yes, yes, we're getting through, there are only a few. Send someone to my office at the peanut processing plant. I want to press charges.” She hung up and leaned forward. “Will you hurry up, Charles! Your driving's almost as slow as your brain.”

“There's a speed limit,” said Charles.

“Screw it. Get to my office.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“Anyway, those protesters aren't really here because of me. Regis Stillworth is coming to the opening tomorrow, and you know he backed Premier Fender's destruction of green spaces in Ottawa in favor of a super highway and non-tax-paying outside corporations.” She sniffed. “Wish they'd go chain themselves to trees.” She shut her laptop and gazed onto the residential street.

Neat houses with mature oaks marked the older part of town. The street led directly to the peanut processing plant, at the west end of Harton's Crossing. The silver sedan cruised through the front gates. Charles parked in Beverly's private space in front of the new brick building.

At the back, three silos gleamed. They held the year's harvest of plump delicious peanuts. Beverly smiled. A hundred acres of land had yielded four tons per acre, twice as many as a normal yield in the south. The nuts were bred for hardiness, fast growth and prolific product.

It was a boon to the town, hardly appreciated. The peanut processing plant created jobs. Next year the plant was expanding and couple hundred more acres would be cleared. Already the trees were marked with big red X's. If it wasn't for Regis coming tomorrow, chances are no one would even have noticed. Now it was a major kerfuffle.

Beverly had no idea how much hate mail she received, because it was all filtered out by Charles. Corporations and businesses took a lot of flack.

She grew up in this town, and worked hard for success. When Walter Winslow came into her life she ran away to marry him, and swore she would never come back. Return she did, with a prolific business idea and Walter's money to back it up.

Peanuts didn't usually don't grow in the area. These were bred and cross-bred to make a super potent nut. Thus the plant opening was extra special, with the power of biotechnology behind Beverly's efforts.

Over the previous spring and summer the peanuts have been cultivated with care. The region's rodents were quick to cash in on the crop. Attempts to deter them included chain link over the plants. They chewed right through.

Repellents like cayenne pepper and odoriferous blood meal kept them away from one area, but they quickly found another. Trapping them was pointless, as more and more of the pestilent rodents showed up. Using propane cannons to scare them away worked a few times. Now the squirrels jumped all over them.

Beverly unlocked a side door leading to an elevator on the third floor, directly to her office. She rattled off instructions to Charles. Run an inspection tour of the premises, make sure the workers were packing peanuts proficiently and the peanut butter was silky smooth or deliciously crunchy. Normally it took 800 peanuts to make one 500 gram jar of peanut butter, but with the larger, plumper variety the count went down to almost half.

The peanut brittle room was a stop along the viewing tour. It had to be spotless. Everyone wearing hair nets, while peanuts poured into a giant vat of golden caramelized corn syrup. “Make sure we're in full operation. We want to impress people.”

“Yes, Ms. Blake,” said Charles, noting it all down.

“Do you have my speech written? About how prosperous my peanut processing plant will make this place?”

“Sent to your inbox,” said Charles.

The got off the elevator at Beverly's office. One entire wall was a window, looking out over the peanut fields. The crop was safe in silos, but Beverly noticed a few hairy bodies skulking among the rows, looking for the inevitable missed nuts. A fight broke out between two black squirrels when one uncovered a buried peanut.

“Horrible creatures,” she muttered, and sat down at her big oak desk. It was made from local trees cut down to clear fields and build the peanut processing plant. Re-use, recycle, she thought as she ran her hands over the dense wood grain polished to an almost translucent shine.

When a cop arrived a short time later, she gave him the details of the unprovoked attack by rabid environmentalists, and sent Charles down with him to inspect the damage to her car. She looked over her speech for tomorrow, written in Charles' usual point by point format.

When Charles returned she gave him a questioning glare. His weak chin trembled. “Um, the officer's on his way to talk to the protesters.”

She rose up in wrath. “What good is that? I want them arrested and charged with assault. And wrecking my vehicle. I hope they have insurance.”

“It's just a small dent,” Charles said nervously.

“You know how much that costs to fix? And then there's the repaint.” She threw her hands in the air. “A couple grand for sure.” She stalked back and forth. “Not to mention the attack on my person. Throw the book at them.”

“Yes,” said Charles. “The police will explain that to them.”

“How lazy are these small-town cops?” She went into the bathroom, opened her purse and fiercely dabbed powder on her nose and forehead. “If that's the kind of welcome I get from these inbred yokels I'll be glad to get back to Ottawa.” She glanced at her watch. “Where are we staying overnight?”

“That's a problem,” said Charles, fumbling at the knot of his tie. “There are some camper's cabins by the river and a bed and breakfast about half a kilometer behind the peanut plant. West. There's a run-down trailer park just outside town to the east.”

She leaned into his face and snarled. “No hotels?”

“Just over an hour away, in Smiths Falls. It's the closest large town.”

“Well, book us something. We're going back to Ottawa right after the opening. This place gives me the creeps.” She rubbed her arms. “Now I remember why I left.”

Ellie came back from her walk refreshed and ready to write. She sat down in a padded wooden chair by the window, opened her laptop and pulled up a new text document. The, she wrote. She deleted it and replaced it with She. No, she decided, and started again. It was ...

Her gaze drifted over the river outside. A motorboat puttered in the main channel. The blue heron stalked on long legs through the reeds.

Her stomach rumbled. She hadn't even had lunch, and it was almost dinnertime. She shut the computer and went back to the front desk at the wooden house.

“Everyone likes Owen's Waterfront Cafe,” said Muriel Merriweather. “He's from out of town but he makes good food, and you can always pick up some gossip.”

“Sounds good.”

Muriel nodded. “Besides his place there's a diner near the police station and a bar, Brewsky's, but they don't have much to eat. Toasted ptomaine sandwiches, maybe.” She wagged a finger. “You've got to watch some of these places. Food's full of additives and preservatives. You know, they say people who eat a lot of preserved meats take longer to rot when they die.”

Ellie drove to Owen's Waterfront Cafe. A pretty green patio faced the river beside a weeping willow tree. A few customers enjoyed drinks. A large man with gentle eyes brought her a menu.

“New in town? I'm Owen Lawson.”

“Ellie Peters,” she said. “I'm staying at the Rideau View Cabins.”

“Where you from?”

“Toronto. It's a madhouse. I need some time alone.”

“Well, you came to the right place. Nothing happens in Harton's Crossing, Ellie. You don't mind if I call you Ellie? Everyone knows everyone here.”

She smiled. “Fine by me. Muriel says you're from out of town.”

He laughed. “I've owned this place for thirty years. She sends a lot of business my way. But anyone who isn't here for six generations is from out of town. Go down to the local graveyard, you'll see Merriweathers buried there going back to the nineteenth century.”

She looked over the menu. “What do you recommend?”

“You like burgers?” He took the menu away from her. “I make the best burgers in the county. Free of charge for your first time here.”

“You don't have to -”

“My pleasure.”

“Thanks.”

An exterminator truck pulled in to the parking lot. Two hefty men emerged and came into the restaurant.

“Darn,” said Owen. “Wish they'd park in the back.”

“Hey Owen,” called a woman at a nearby table. “Is this a cockroach or a raisin in my rice pudding?” Her male companion laughed.

“Oh, hush up, Betty,” said Owen with a wry grin. “You know I spray twice a week.” He went in to see what the men wanted.

The van idled. On its side was a dead cartoon rat with its legs in the air and x's for eyes. A fist came down on top of it. Owen returned in a minute with ice tea for Ellie. “They're from Smiths Falls. Just wanted directions to the peanut processing plant.”

“They have cockroaches at the peanut plant?” called Betty.

“Must be the squirrels,” said Owen. “You know how bad they are here, I have to lock up my garbage. They're worse the closer they get to the plant.” He went inside to make Ellie's burger.

“That's true,” Betty said to Ellie. “My friend Gert had to fight off a gang of chipmunks taking over her garden. Holes everywhere, and her cat disappeared. She finally poured gas in the holes and blew the little creeps to smithereens.” She raised her glass of wine.

“Never did find the cat,” said her companion.

Tommy Young put his fingers around the chain links of the fence and tugged. He hefted a pair of bolt cutters.

“Where'd you get those?” asked Mia Bradshaw. She looked around in trepidation. “Tommy, we'll get caught.”

“No way. We'll have some privacy.”

With an effort, Tommy began cutting the heavy wires, his muscular arms shining with sweat. He made a hole big enough for them to squirrel though, and pulled part of the fence aside. “There you go, my lady.”

“I don't know,” she said.

He spat on the ground. “There's no one around. Don't be a chicken.” He took her hand. “We're not going into the fields, just the grass around the edge.” They squeezed through the hole. A sharp piece of wire tore Mia's jeans and cut her thigh.

“Aw, dammit, Tommy, now look.”

“Sorry.” He grinned. “The ripped look is in.”

“You dork,” she said, and put her arms around him. “This better be really special.”

They kissed passionately, rolling in the grass. Tommy fumbled for the button of her jeans. She pushed his hand way.

“Don't be in such a hurry!” She sat up and started to smooth the tangles from her hair.

“Right,” he said. “You have boobs, too.”

She lay down in grass and wriggled her shoulders. “Come and get 'em, big boy.”

A hairy body thumped against her left breast. Chittering teeth bared.

Mia shrieked and Tommy ripped the squirrel from her breast. It dug its incisors in his finger. Blood flowed to its mouth. He tried to shake if off but its teeth were strong and the creature wouldn't let go. Tommy swung it around and bashed it on the ground.

That did it. The squirrel released his finger and backed away, screeching. Blood dripped from its incisors. Another squirrel showed up, then another. They glared with reddened eyes at Mia and Tommy.

Mia grabbed Tommy's arm. “Let's get out of here.”

They turned for the hole in the fence, only to be confronted by more enraged rodents. Red squirrels gathered on the wires of the fence, yelled and flicked their tails. A chipmunk dashed toward them and bit into Mia's cloth loafer. As Tommy reached down to grab it, the animal leapt onto his arm and tore shreds from his Tshirt. Its teeth sank into his flesh.

More squirrels scrambled up his body. Beside him, Mia screamed and thrashed as the creatures gnawed her elbows to bone and chewed into her neck. Her jugular broke and blood pumped out onto the squirrels, who leapt and chittered with glee. She collapsed twitching to the ground.

Tommy fell to his knees. He stared in confused horror as a gang of gray and black squirrels tore into his stomach, ripping muscle away to reach the soft organs. In shock, he felt no pain. His body flopped to the side, and the squirrels gorged on their feast of flesh.

In Brewsky's Bar a few blocks from the processing plant, townspeople gathered together. “I tell you, it's those peanuts,” said Marge Hogan, sipping her beer. “We wouldn't have this squirrel problem without that company dangling bait in their faces.”

“Tried to attack my kid,” said Ernie Driscoll. “Almost bit through his jacket.”

“A whole gang of them chased my dog,” said Elma Seabrook. “I have to keep poor little Pumpkin inside now. She needs therapy.”

“You should see what they did to my sunflowers,” said Muriel Merriweather.

“You're right,” said Kenny Bates, and his wife Rita nodded in agreement. “Too many of those damn varmints and no way to control them. Did you see that exterminator van? It was going to the peanut processing plant, Owen said.”

“They're out of control,” said Ernie.

“They cut down the trees,” said Muriel.

“Who, the squirrels?”

Muriel rolled her eyes. “No, dumbass, the peanut company. So a lot of these squirrels are homeless. They all get territorial this time of year, but the deforestation is making it worse.”

“They have two broods a year,” said Marge. “And this is a mast year. Lots of acorns on the trees. They attract squirrels from all around. The competition is fierce.”

“I heard the peanut plant spent a lot of money to keep squirrels away from the peanut fields,” said Ernie. “Maybe that's why they're attacking our homes.”

“I tried poison,” said Marge. “They just ignore it.”

“Another reason to keep Pumpkin inside,” said Elma darkly.

Ernie ordered another round of beers. “So what do we do about it?”

“We can't just leave it alone,” said Marge. “They're bad now, in the winter there are even more of them stuffing themselves at bird feeders.”

“They're attacking kids,” growled Ernie.

“Hunting season is open,” said Kenny.

Charles found Beverly resting on her office couch, a cool mask over her eyes. He knocked quietly.

“What?” she demanded.

“There's a reporter here,” said Charles. “I told him you were busy, but -”

“Reporter?” Beverly sat up and ripped off her eye mask. “Let him in. No wait, I have to fix my mascara.” An interview. Perfect. She could assuage the fears of the rabble. “I'll do it in the beer nut room,” she decided. “Lots of locals working there. Show some footage of the operation in process. Five minutes.”

Charles hurried down to escort the reporter, looking not quite dapper in a ten-year-old green suit with shiny elbows, and his camera man to the beer nut room. Charles explained the beer nut making process while the camera man took footage of the workers in white, wearing hair nets, masks and gloves, busy at a conveyor belt. The walls shone.

Beer nuts, Charles explained, were made by roasting peanuts, then coating them with a tasty glaze of sugar, corn syrup, and salt. Then the peanuts were roasted again, to set the glaze and create the mouthwatering signature sweet and salty flavor of Blake's Premium Peanuts.

Beverly arrived, refreshed and ready for war. In a powder pink skirt suit she stood with her back to the industrious activity in the beer nut room. The camera man signaled and the reporter held up the mic.

“I'm Moe Smiley,” he said, beaming, “and we're here with Ms. Beverly Blake, owner of Blake's Premium Peanuts. Big opening tomorrow, Ms. Blake?”

“Looking forward to it,” said Beverly with a professional smile. “It's a huge celebration. I'm so happy to be back in my home town. My peanut plant will raise the people from obscurity to riches. Tourists will flock here. It's prime real estate.”

“Wonderful,” said Moe. “Now, Ms. Blake, some people are protesting the deforestation plans of your company, what can you say to that?”

“I understand the concerns,” said Beverly. “Lanark County has almost four hundred thousand acres of forest, did you know that? A couple hundred makes no big difference. There's more acreage burned by wildfires.” She smiled into the camera. “Besides, the wood is used for housing, and for the furniture people just like you and me have in our homes. It promotes a civilized lifestyle.”

“I see,” said Moe. “And what about the notion Blake's Premium Peanuts is responsible for the heightened hostility of squirrels at this time? People have expressed concerns about some kind of mutation.”

Beverly laughed lightly. “There's no way our 100% organic peanuts can cause any kind of mutation, and besides, it couldn't happen that quickly. It's an unscientific claim based on ignorance and fear.”

“Excuse me,” said Charles, bumbling into the shot. “It's also a mast year, which happens only every 2-5 years, when the acorns are on the trees. Acorns are the principle food of squirrels, and Harton's Crossing has plenty of oaks.”
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